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The First Time My Son Held a Sickle

During the National Day holiday I drove back to the village, and the family of my
cousin was just beginning to reap their rice. I said to my son, come on, let us go
down to the field and watch. In the city he has only ever recited the old poem about
hoeing weeding at noon, recited it for three years, and still does not know which

stalk a grain of rice grows on.

My cousin handed him a small sickle, the size made for a boy his height, with a
short blade. Cousin taught him to gather the rice stalks with his left hand, cut with
his right, and let the blade bite upward at a slant. His first grab held only two or
three stalks, and he sawed them off clumsily. The second grab held too many; the
sickle could not bite through, the stalks fell in a heap, and he sat down in the
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middle of the field himself. I did not laugh from the field ridge, and neither did
cousin. Cousin reached down, hauled him up, and said, try again. From the third grab
on he found the rhythm, though the cut rice lay in a crooked row, like soldiers who
failed to stand in line. After half a ridge he straightened up and wiped the sweat
off his nose with his elbow, the way adults do, mimicked so perfectly that I had to
bite back a laugh.

After the reaping was done it was his turn to glean. The rice ears that had
fallen on the ground, pick them up one by one and gather them into a pile. At first
he gleaned carelessly, grabbing handfuls into his pocket. Cousin said no, one fallen
ear counts as one ear, and no rice farmer can bear to leave ears in the field. So he
got serious, head down, counting and picking along the cut rows, and after half a
ridge he held a small armful, then added the few ears in his pocket to the pile.

Straightening up, he said one sentence: so rice really does come ear by ear.

At the break my son asked cousin how many jin of rice one mu of this field can
yield. Cousin counted on his fingers and said a good year gives twelve hundred jin,
and this year the rain was even, so maybe eleven hundred. My son counted on his
fingers to convert it: one bowl of rice takes two liang of grain, so this one mu
could feed our family for most of half a year. Cousin said the math does not work
that way. You must keep seed, pay the fees, feed the chickens and ducks, and after
seven discounts and eight deductions, only a few bowls of rice actually reach the
table. My son did not believe it, so cousin grabbed a handful of grain, rubbed the
husks open in his palm, and spread it out for him to see: the shriveled ones, the

broken ones, the ones hollow inside the shell, all in that one handful.

At the midday break cousin pumped water up from the well at the edge of the field
with a bucket on a windlass, the crank creaking away. The well water was ice—cold;
poured into an enamel mug, it left beads of condensation on the white surface. My son
took the mug and gulped down half of it, then wiped his mouth and said it tasted
better than the cold water from our refrigerator at home. Cousin laughed and told him
to drink another mug. He himself squatted by the well curb, drinking straight from
the rim of the bucket, his throat working up and down.

On the way home my son fell asleep, mud still wedged under his fingernails.
Driving, I thought: reaping, gleaning, drinking well water, I did these things every
day as a child, then forgot them, and now I have to bring my son back to the
countryside once to remember them again. The field is still that field; the sickles
have changed through a few generations, and the hands gripping them have changed too.
He may not remember the sun of this day when he grows up, but his hand has held a

sickle, and his mouth has drunk water just pumped from the well. That is enough.
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